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The plight of managing audio-visual archives in developing economies: The case of Zimbabwe

Introduction and background to the study
Audio-visual archives may refer to important records accessible through sight and/ or sound or the
buildings that house audio-visual material or organisations that deal in such business. In the context
of this study, audio-visual archives refer to important records that eventually constitute the cultural
and documentary heritage of the country. Audio-visual archives, also referred to as audio-visual
material, can be defined as documents that comprise of reproducible images and/or sounds embodied
in a carrier whose recording, transmission, perception and comprehension usually requires a
technological device (Edmondson, 2004). Examples of audio-visual material include films,
advertising material, slides, videos, cassette disks, digital versatile disks, magnetic tapes, gramophone
records, moving images, microforms and recorded sound from radios and televisions (Chigariro,
2014; Mnjama, 2010). Given the fragility of the materials as well as their importance as documentary
heritage of the country, there is great need to seriously address the management of audio-visual
archives.

Audio-visual archives constitute a special type of archive and this has resulted in the need for special
skills, special technologies and special buildings to manage such archives effectively and efficiently.
Mnjama (2010) sees the following as the major challenges affecting audio-visual archiving in
Botswana; weak legislative framework, lack of trained personnel, technological challenges,
inadequate storage facilities and the perception by users that audio-visual materials are not as valuable
as records in other formats such as paper. Garaba (2010) sees such challenges revolving around
inadequate technology and infrastructure, lack if skills, adverse environmental factors and
incomprehensive policies. For Kutsakatika-Mudzaki (2015), issues of lack of collection development
policy, skills, inadequate funding and frequent breakdown of infrastructure count as the most notable
challenges haunting the audio-visual fraternity. For a full understanding and appreciation of the
problem at hand, it is necessary to outline the context of the study, the National Archives of Zimbabwe
(NAZ), under whose wings the Audio-visual unit falls.

The NAZ is a government department under the Ministry of Home Affairs and Cultural Heritage. Its
mandate is to acquire, preserve and provide access to documentary heritage of the country (NAZ Act,
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1986). By documentary heritage, the NAZ deals in paper, audio-visual and electronic-based records
and archives. This study focuses on the audio-visual aspect particularly focusing on challenges that
face audio-visual archivists in managing such. Thus, it is necessary to narrow down the context of
the study to the audio-visual unit.

The NAZ comprises of four core business sections, namely, Records and Information, Library, Public
Archives and Research as well as the Film and Sound Archives. The Audio-Visual Unit falls under
the Film and Sound Archives section, alongside other units namely Oral History, Conservation and
Illustrations (Film and Sound Archives Section Annual Report, 2019). The Audio-Visual Unit was
established in 1988 for the purpose of acquiring, preserving ad providing access to audio-visual
material (Director’s Report, 1988). The Unit began with a collection of 2500 films, 10200
gramophone records, about 250 VHS and Umatic videos, 1045 slides, about 600 audio cassette tapes,
386 reel-to-reel tapes and seven CD-ROMs (Matangira, 2003). Thirty-one years later, the Unit boasts
of a collection of 5000 films, 800 DVDs, 1000 CDs, 3000 tapes, 600 vinly tapes and 1000 VHS tapes
(Film and Sound Archives Section Annual Report, 2019). The section is headed by the Chief
Archivist who reports to the Deputy Director Records and Technical Services division. Under the
Chief Archivist are two Archivists who perform the day-to-day activities such as collecting audiovisual archives, processing, preserving and providing access to audio-visual material (Film and Sound
Archives Section Annual Report, 2019). Other officers in the Unit are the Equipment Assistant and
the photographer who are tasked with day-to-day operational assigned duties and office orderlies who
cater for housekeeping issues. The Audio-visual Unit is situated in the National Records Centre
building, a state-of-the-art and purpose-built archival centre which was opened in 1988 (Director’s
Report, 1988).

Statement of the problem
Audio-visual archives play a vital role in the preservation of cultural heritage, yet they are many times
neglected and poorly managed after they are created (Mnjama, 2010). Holding similar views are
Mulauzi et al (2021) who claim that in developing countries, audio-visual archives are many times
accorded less attention than paper-based records. Chigariro (2014) also notes that challenges such as
poor preservation, poor accessibility, high maintenance costs, technological challenges and
obsolescence make audio-visual archives very difficult to manage, thus posing headaches to audio2

visual archivists. Without proper management, audio-visual archives deteriorate and eventually cease
to exist. This makes this study important in archival discourse as the proposed framework for proper
management of audio-visual archives may go a long way in preserving them without compromising
access to the same.

Objective of the study
The study examined challenges of managing audio-visual archives against the backdrop of their
importance as documentary heritage. In pursuit of this aim, the study addressed the following three
objectives;
(i)

To examine the importance of audio-visual archives to Zimbabwe.

(ii)

To assess the challenges of managing audio-visual archives at the NAZ.

(iii)

To propose a framework to improve the management of audio-visual archives at the
NAZ.

Literature review
This section makes an author-based review of literature in some developing countries specifically
focusing on the importance of audio-visual archives, challenges faced in managing audio-visual
archives as well as on proposals to improve management of the same. A study by Abankwah (2008)
on the East and Southern African Regional Branch of the International Council on Archives
(ESABICA) state that audio-visual archives are rare and fragile, which makes it important for their
proper care and management. ESARBICA is a regional archival body that comprises of Zimbabwe,
South Africa, Mozambique, Botswana, Eswatini, Malawi, Zambia, Kenya, Tanzania and Southern
Sudan. Abankwah further states that fragility of archives comes as a result of compact disks
becoming scratched, films becoming tacky and sticky and tapes becoming dry and liable to breaking
as caused by rough and excessive handling, fluctuations in temperature and relative humidity and
other adverse environmental conditions. In support of Abankwah are Zulu and Kalusopa (2009) who
call for proper and long-term preservation of audio-visual archives through proper management in
line with international best practice in the field of archiving.

Komba et al (2017) in Tanzania note that management of audio-visual archives was severely dented
by lack of skills. They argue that audio-visual archives are a special type of archive which calls for
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special skills. Thus, they recommend acquisition of skills as one way of improving the management
of audio-visual material. A similar scenario existed in Ghana where there were more generally-trained
archivists than audio-visual archivists (Mensah et al, 2017).
Lihoma (2008) in “Situation of Archivists in Africa: The Case of the National archives of Malawi”
states that one of the major problems affecting audio-visual archives is the lack of permanent
preservation. He argues that carriers of sound and images of such archives and playback material
become obsolete in relatively short periods of time which affects both access to and preservation of
audio-visual material. A similar anomaly has been advanced by Mulauzi et al (2021) on preservation
of audio-visual archives at the National Archives of Zambia and the Zambia National Broadcasting
Corporation where a lot of audio-visual material was stored on open shelves and in some cabinets
and cupboards.
In “Audiovisual Archiving in the Third World; Problems and Perspectives: An Analysis of
Audiovisual Archiving in the East and Southern African Region Branch of the International Council
on Archives,” Matangira (2003) states that the management of audio-visual archives is sometimes
affected by lack of senior management support. Senior management support is needed to drive the
mandate of the audio-archives unit inclusive of dispensing necessary financial, human and material
resources. This stance is also supported by Kavanaugh (2016:36) remarks that;
As long as agencies must make choices between funding what they consider core- mission
programmes, records management will consistently be short-changed. Electronic records
management will only receive the required resources if it does not have to compete with other
priorities.
Audio-visual records may also be viewed as electronic records since they are generated, received,
accessed and shared using computer or computer-aided or computer-related technology.

In developed economies such as Australia, Somes (nd) notes that management support for audiovisual archives is rather positive. He states that the National Archives of Australia in 2010 secured
government funding for a new purpose-built repository in Canberra which was to provide storage for
100 kilometres of paper archives and 10 kilometres of low-temperature storage for audiovisual and
photographic archives. In addition, storage conditions in the Sydney repository were to be upgraded
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with a further eight kilometres of low-temperature storage for audiovisual and photographic archives.
Such support may not be realised in developing countries where archives are preserved or stored in
adapted or converted buildings (Mutsagondo et al, 2017). Somes (nd) bemoans lack of purpose-built
archival centres for audio-visual archives as he remarks;
…hmmm, the facilities here in this institution are scarce hence we manage to keep the AV
file here in this locally made shelves with locks; just right there…Seriously, this is not done
in the developed countries because they have special vaults with regulated temperatures. We
wish we could get vaults to store these collections but we don’t.
Matangira and Ngulube (2010) in “Understanding the basics of audio-visual archiving in Africa and
the developing world: Challenges for the archive lagging behind” see archives as important from a
social perspective as they aver that audio-visual archives promote entertainment. As a result, they
hold that such archives deserve to be properly managed through guided collection development,
processing, preservation and enhanced access. They singled out issues like lack of temperature and
humidity control as major challenges to managing audio-visual archives in developing economies.
Supporting their assertion are Mensah et al, (2017) in Ghana who clamoured for regular cleaning of
audio-visual material, temperature regulation and periodic fumigation. They further state that
archival institutions in the tropics face fluctuations in temperature and relative humidity making it
very necessary to constantly monitor and control these or else tapes may become sticky, brittle, dry
and liable to breaking.
An article by Mensah et al (2017) entitled “Keeping our history: Preservation of audio-visual archives
in Ghana” states that audio-visual archives are important in as far as they concretise and reinforce
messages. The article argues that because of their ability to present messages through sound or
pictures, or both of them at the same time, makes audio-visual archives distinct from other types of
archives. In concurrence is Somes (nd) who states that pictures tell more comprehensive stories that
brings about the “this is what it was like” experience as he categorically claims that every picture
tells 1000 words.

Somes (nd) opines that there are many factors that cause deterioration of archival material. Examples
if these are hydrolysis, where material such as tapes and films gain moisture making them stick;
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fading of colour of films due to exposure to adverse environmental conditions; scratching of compact
disks due to excessive and rough handling and jamming due to lack of playback. Mensah et al (2017)
add to this list the vinegar syndrome as one of the factors causing deterioration of audio-visual
archives in Ghana.
In Botswana, Mnjama (2010) sees the following as the major challenges affecting audio-visual
archiving in Botswana; weak legislative framework, lack of trained personnel, technological
challenges, inadequate storage facilities and the perception by users that audio-visual materials are
not as valuable as records in other formats such as paper. All this subsisted against the backdrop of
archives playing a vital role in the preservation of cultural heritage in the country. This challenge has
also been noted in Indonesia in South-East Asia by Puplick (2009). In a conference paper entitled “Is
our audio-visual heritage at risk and how can we work together to resolve these problems?” Puplick
(2009) holds that audio-visual archives are grossly affected by lack of playback material, excessive
and rough handling. He called for the digitisation of audio-visual archives both as a preservation and
access-enhancing measure.

The management of audio-visual archives in the west contrasts sharply with the situation in
developing economies. The West has fared better than developing countries in the way audio-visual
archives are managed. For example, some audio-visual management associations and related
organisations were established as early as the mid-twentieth century for the purpose of spearheading
the professional management of audio-visual archives. These include the National Centre for Film
and Video Preservation; the Association of Moving Image Archivists; the Museum of Modern Art
and the UCLA Film and Television Archives (Edmondson 2004). In Australia was the National Film
and Sound Archives which had the capacity to house a large collection of holdings in an
environmentally-sound film vault at 18 degrees (Forgas, 1997). After 1930 came the International
Federation of Film Archives (FIAF) as well as the International Federation of Television Archives
(FIAT) in 1978 which was established through a collaborative effort of Instut National de
L'Audiovisuel (Paris), the British Broadcasting Corporation (London), Radiotelevisione Italiana
(Rome, and Norddeutshr Rundfunk- Fernsenhen (Hamburg). All these organisations, from their
inception took interest in, and responsibility for, preserving audio-visual material (Abankwah, 2008).
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Individual countries in the west also took the initiative to preserve audio-visual archives. These
include Austria which established a sound archive in Vienna as early as 1899, Britain through its
museum in London which collected moving images and the United States of America which
embarked on a mass production of films in the 1950s (Forgas, 1997). Edmondson (2004) concludes
that North America and Europe have fared better in managing audio-visual archives as a result of
financial and political will. This was further assisted by their geography where there is hospitable
climate, unlike that found in the tropics of many developing countries which is rather harmful to
audio-visual material.

Research methodology
This study used the qualitative research approach where the researchers solicited for participants’
views and experiences in audio-visual archiving. The case study of the NAZ was used to represent
cases of audio-visual archiving in developing economies. The population of the study comprised of
18 officers in the Records and Technical division under which the Film and Sound Archives section
falls. The table below shows the population of the study from where nine officers were purposively
selected for the study.
Population of the study: the Records and Technical Division of the NAZ
Section

Category of officer

Number

Film and Sound Archives Deputy Director Records and Technical Services 1

Records Management

Chief Archivist

1

Archivists

2

Equipment Assistant

1

Photographer

1

Office orderlies

3

Chief Archivist

1

Archivists

5

Records Management Officers

3

Total

18
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Nine members of staff in the Film and Sound Archives section were purposively selected for the
study as interviewees since they were adjudged as knowledgeable about audio-visual archiving
issues. This made the sample size 50%. It was fortunate that all the targeted nine informants were
interviewed, thus making a response rate of 100%. Data were collected through unstructured
interviews, personal observation and document reviews. Since this study was qualitative, the thematic
data analysis technique was used to analyse data.

Presentation and discussion of findings
The first objective of the study was to assess the importance of audio-visual archives to the NAZ,
clients and the country at large. The two Archivists, the Photographer and the Equipment Assistant
were asked to comment about the importance of audio-visual archives to the NAZ and clients while
the Chief Archivist and the Deputy Director were asked to comment about the importance of audiovisual archives to the nation. One of the two archivists indicated that audio-visual archives were
documentary and cultural heritage of the country and so were supposed to be preserved for posterity
for the benefit of future generations. She made this remark;
Audio-visual archives constitute the heritage of Zimbabwe, without which the country will
not be able to tell its grandchildren a full story of the past. The NAZ has an obligation to keep
audio and visual archives so that the history of social, political, economic and cultural heritage
of the country can be seen, realised and fully appreciated.

The response of the second archivist mainly bordered on the role of the Audio-Visual Unit in the
overall mandate of the NAZ. The archivist indicated that the role of the NAZ is to acquire, preserve
and provide access to the country’s documentary heritage. As such, the Audio-Visual Unit was
important that it directly contributed towards the NAZ’s achievement of its mandate as it acquired
audio-visual archives, preserved them and provided access to researchers and clients who visited the
unit. For her, the role of the NAZ would not be complete if documentary heritage provided by the
institution lacked material that could be accessed through sight and sound. Thus, in addition to paper
and electronic records, the mandate of the NAZ was made complete by the presence of audio-visual
archives. The issue of fostering and promoting culture has also been raised before in audio-visual
studies by scholars like Zinyengere (2008) and Chigariro (2014) who see audio-visual archives as a
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vehicle to promote continuity in the midst of cultural erosion and the undermining of traditional
practices which are rather regarded as archaic and backward. This calls for preservation of those
aspects of culture which define who the people in question are and in the process pre-determine their
future as shaped by their past and present.

The Photographer and Equipment Assistant were mainly interested in the aesthetic and social value
of audio-visual archives, respectively. The Photographer indicated that the beauty of it all lied in the
availability of tangible objects such as films, tapes and videos which bring back researchers down
memory lane to the olden days when the heritage was trending. He indicated that there is a difference
where someone reads a record on “Tiki films” and a scenario where one views the film. For the
photographer, audio-visual archives brought researchers or clients closer to the issue at stake than
does other types of archives such as paper. The aesthetic and emotional attachment brought about by
audio-visual archives make them an indispensable part of archival collections, thus warranting serious
attention and proper management.

For the Equipment Assistant, audio-visual archives are important as they are a source of
entertainment. He gave the example of old videos, films and music which can be watched or viewed
and entertain people in the process. He added that many people are nostalgic, where they see the past
as better than the present. For such people, old films, music and videos seem to be more realistic and
more appealing than those presently on offer. Through personal observation, the researcher noted that
there were a lot of film reels, tapes and long play records in the audio-visual unit which covered a lot
of subjects such as independence celebrations, music, dance, traditional festivals and the Second
Chimurenga war. As argued by Mensah et al (2017), a complete human being comprises of the
physical, psychological, physiological and emotional aspects and human beings always pursue
interests that seek to fulfill these. Unfortunately, they argue that emotional aspects that define human
beings are many times overlooked and it is such aspects that audio-visual archives seek to plug as the
aesthetic and emotional value of audio-visual archives refreshes people’s memories as they take them
down memory lane. Thus, one can say that the nostalgic past can be visited, fulfilled, enjoyed and
appreciated through accessing archives that can be seen or viewed and listened to.
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The Chief Archivist and Deputy Director were asked about the importance of audio-visual archives
to the nation at large. While their responses touched on some of the views of the informants above,
the two senior officers mainly revealed that audio-visual archives were an indispensable and
irreplaceable heritage of the country. The rarity and uniqueness of audio-visual archives have also
been demonstrated by Matangira and Ngulube (2010) as well as Abankwah (2007) and Zulu and
Kalusopa (2009) who regard irreplaceable material as extremely important, unique and worth of
efforts to preserve at any cost. The Deputy Director stated that heritage was in three forms, that is,
documentary, socio-cultural and natural. He reiterated that audio-visual archives fell in two of the
forms above, that is, documentary and socio-cultural, a fact that made such archives important in
telling a fuller story of the country’s past. The Chief Archivist concurred with the Deputy Director
although his response was mainly in line with promotion of research and propagation of knowledge.
For him, the full story of Zimbabwe’s past cannot be fully compiled and told without roping into the
picture the contribution of audio-visual archives in knowledge generation and knowledge sharing.
This has also been revealed in similar studies such as Mudzaki (2013) and Zinyengere (2008) which
see audio-visual archival institutions as indispensable research institutions that foster knowledge
within societies. It is important for society to have somewhere to fall back on when it looks for
knowledge to sustain itself. This is supported by

Mutsagondo (2017) who opines that a nation

without memory is a lost nation. Thus, in a quest for knowledge and self-discovery, audio-visual
archiving becomes very central to people as well as to society.

Challenges faced in managing audio-visual archives at NAZ
The second objective of the study was to outline and examine challenges that faced the Audio-Visual
Unit of the NAZ in managing audio-visual archives. Interview questions in this regard were posed to
all the nine interviewees but in accordance with their level of responsibility and tasks within the NAZ.
For archivists, the greatest challenges lied in lack of collection development policy, a rather
unrepresentative legal framework, lack of modern and adequate equipment, lack of playback material,
poor storage facilities and lack of skills to manage audio-visual archives.

Archivists indicated that there was need for the archival law of the land to be fully representative of
the sub-branch of audio-visual archives. The two archivists expressed through interviews that the
current NAZ Act (1986) was largely skewed in favour of paper-based records and archives than
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audio-visual archives. This resulted in audio-visual archives being looked at as a “sub-record or subarchive” as Archivist A put it. Without legal backing, the management of audio-visual archives lacks
authority inclusive of authority to collect or acquire, authority to garner for preservation resources
and authority to guide the access process. In addition, Archivist B added that lack of legal support
seems to diminish the significance of audio-visual records which has ripple effects on disbursement
of both human and material resources. Records and archives types specifically pointed by and in the
NAZ Act (1986) seem to be comparatively better placed than audio-visual archives which are covered
by the Act more through implication than reality. The Chief Archivist and the Deputy Director agreed
that the current NAZ Act (1986) was not in sync with the management of audio-visual archives and
hastened to state that the review of the Act which was on-going was seriously looking at how the
legal instrument could be streamlined in favour of management of audio-visual archives.

A look at the NAZ Act by the researchers revealed that there was no section or sub-section of the
NAZ Act (1986) that talked about audio-visual archives. Rather, the Act talked about records in
general, and by implication, also included audio-visual archives. The Director’s Report (2017) states
that the review process of the NAZ Act (1986) had begun and work was to fall into subsequent years
as the NAZ sought to streamline the legal instrument to be truly representative of all records types
and formats in Zimbabwe. Kutsakatika-Mudzaki (2015) in Zimbabwe as well as Mnjama (2010) in
Botswana have previously made passionate calls for reviews of the two nations’ archival laws to cater
for this special type of archive. For them, management of audio-visual archives may be improved
once there is an authoritative legal force behind the archives’ existence, collection and use.

The absence of a collection development policy was also cited as a great challenge that affected the
management of audio-visual archives at the NAZ. A collection development policy guides the NAZ
on what to collect and what not to collect, how to collect and why collect. As indicated by the Chief
Archivist, the NAZ currently has no official and written collection development policy. Individual
officers have their own collection development policies which they use in their own capacities to get
things done. He reiterated that;
Without an official collection development policy, acquisition of audio-visual material is ad
hoc and may result in the accumulation of junk that the nation, the NAZ and clients may not
require. This may be a cost in terms of space, human and material resources.
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One of the Archivists indicated that currently, the NAZ collected audio-visual material that archivists
deemed important and at the same time, individuals and organisations also donated audio-visual
material most of which the NAZ gladly accepted. Nonetheless, the Archivist indicated that this
scenario was unsustainable and undesirable. Through use of annual report as part of document
reviews, the researchers realised that the need to develop a collections policy for the unit was a
priority. This was reflected in the NAZ Annual Reports of 2014, 2015 and 2018. It remained unclear
though why with such planning, the policy remained elusive for the unit and the NAZ to this day.
Kutsakatika-Mudzaki (2015) and Mnjama, 2010) argue that without a collection development policy,
archival collections may not fulfill the research interests of the public. In addition, litigation cases
may rise as copyright laws which are common in audio-visual archives need to be respected in as far
as collection, preservation and provision of access are concerned.

The issue of skills was rather worrisome to both the two archivists and the Equipment Assistant.
Archivist A indicated that the general trend was that anyone with a degree in history, cultural studies,
archaeology, records and archives management and library and information science, or closely related
fields, could be hired as an audio-visual archivist. She remarked;
Audio-visual archives are a special type of archive that calls for special skills to rise to the
occasion. Many audio-visual archivists lack the right skills to collect, process, digitize,
preserve and provide access to audio-visual material because their training had nothing to do
with these ideals. Worse, there is very irregular in-house training for such archivists to be
proficient in managing audio-visual archives.

Archivist B indicated that while possession of relevant degrees was a pre-requisite for one to be an
audio-visual archivist, it was important that such archivists attend audio-visual archives conferences
where latest trends in the discipline are announced and shared. For her, it was unfortunate that NAZ
has last attended such conferences eight years ago, leaving “the half-baked audio-visual archivist
continue to plunge and plod in darkness as she learns the ropes of the trade through trial and error”.

When asked to comment about human resource issues in the section, the Deputy Director indicated
that issues of pre-service qualification were outside the scope and control of the NAZ as the country
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did not produce specialist audio-visual archivists. As a result, the only graduates channeled towards
archival work had to learn by experience. Nonetheless, the Deputy Director agreed that this was not
the best route the country was supposed to take. Regarding the issue of workshops and conference,
he stated that for sure the institution was supposed to look more closely at specialist areas like the
audio-visual unit and make sure that more resources were channeled to such in order to increase
efficiency, effectiveness and productivity. In the NAZ Annual Reports (2015) and (2018), the Chief
Archivist lamented the failure by members of the unit to attend regional workshops and conferences
from where they could sharpen their skills and operate at optimum and expected levels. As observed
by Matangira (2003), audio-visual archives are a special type of archive that need special skills to
manage. This challenge has also been revealed in other studies by Mnjama (2010) in Botswana as
well as by Komba et al (2017) in Tanzania where like at NAZ in Zimbabwe, audio-visual archives
were managed by general archivists who did not have such specialist training.

Lack of playback equipment was also noted as a challenge by different interviewees. Archivist A
stated that due to lack of digitisation, a lot of audio-visual material was in its original analogue form.
This meant viewing such or playing it back as a means of ensuring preservation needs the original
hardware infrastructure. For example, Long Play music records need gramophones to play and VHS
tapes need VCR players to play. If the players break down, there are no more productions of such,
meaning to say, there is no more equipment to effect preservation and facilitate access. The Archivist
added that the digitisation process currently on-going at the NAZ has come as a great relief as many
films and tapes would be converted to digital format from where they can be read, viewed, accessed
and preserved using current ICTs. Unfortunately, she admitted that the rate of digitisation was rather
slow and expensive meaning to say a large collection of audio-visual material would continue to be
inaccessible and upreservable during the next few years. Personal observation revealed that the audiovisual room resembled “a museum” with old gadgets lying about, for example, old typewriters, old
television sets, old VHS players, old radios and old gramophones. This showed that there was very
little modern ICTs. To make matters worse, it was revealed that most of the archaic material lying
around was unusable as it had long broken down and thus unusable as playback material. Lack of
adequate and modern equipment has also been seen in audio-visual archival studies by Lihoma (2008)
in Malawi and Mensah et al (2017) in Ghana. It was established that part of preservation of audio-
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visual archives included playing back tapes and films time and again. Unfortunately, lack of such old
equipment was a challenge as the equipment was no longer being manufactured.
Archivists and the Equipment Assistant were also seized with the issue of poor storage facilities.
Audio-visual archives are kept in the audio-visual room and the coldroom. The audio-visual room is
also used as the Equipment Assistant’s baseroom as well as the researchers’ reading and viewing
room. As a result of this, maintenance and preservation of audio-visual material is greatly
compromised due to dust, excessive handling and pilferage cannot be ruled out. Nonetheless, it is the
coldroom that has caused more headaches to the unit than the audio-visual room.

The Chief Archivist stated that due to old equipment and generally lack of service and maintenance,
the coldroom broke down time and again. This negatively affected tapes and films which are kept in
coldrooms because of their instability when exposed to fluctuations in temperature and relative
humidity. Archivists also commented that the NAZ was on the verge of losing an avalanche of audiovisual material as the material had become unusable due to the frequent coldroom equipment
breakdowns. Tape and film reels may stick when exposed to high humidity, and at times become too
dry making them liable to breaking. The Deputy Director commented that the issue of coldroom
breakdowns had become routine and the NAZ was in the process of finding lasting solution to this.
For him, digitization was one of them as well as revamping and modernising the coldrooms along
trending commercial lines. The Director’s Report (2018) stated that funds were to be reserved in 2019
to fix the coldroom which had been malfunctioning for the better part of 2018. Zimbabwe, like
Namibia and Botswana, has fared well by constructing a purpose-built archival centre for audiovisual archives (Abankwah, 2008; Mnjama, 2017). The unfortunate part is the frequent breakdowns
of the coldroom equipment which compromises temperature and humidity controls. Nonetheless,
many audio-visual institutions do not have purpose-built audio-visual achival centres. Amongst them
are South Africa and Ghana where the National Film, Video and Sound Archives of South Africa and
the Ghanna National Archives, respectively, relied on converted building to house audio-visual
archives (Ncala, 2017; Mensah et al, 2017). Without proper buildings, especially purpose-built
archival centres, archives and records are at great risk of deterioration which may eventually render
them unusable and less useful (Mutsagondo et al, 2017). Due to their fragile nature, audio-visual
archives require specialised storage that caters for fluctuations in temperature and humidity, dust,
light and heat (Mensah et al, 2017).
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At operational level, the three Office Orderlies were asked about housekeeping issues which as
revealed in the literature review contributed in part to the deterioration of audio-visual collections.
The role of Office Orderlies is to clean offices and coldrooms, retrieve and return requested archival
material. They were firstly asked how often offices and coldrooms were cleaned. All three Office
Orderlies indicated that offices were swept and tidied every working day but coldrooms were cleaned
once a fortnight due to lack of adequate manpower. One of them commented that although offices
were cleaned daily, the practice was rather counter-productive as sweeping raised dust which in turn
affected material such as tapes and films, some of which were permanently stored in the offices. He
suggested that some of the audio-visual material was supposed to be kept in separate rooms and not
in offices which housed staff and clients during the times they conducted research. The other bone of
contention was lack of proper cleaning material like hoovers and dust-suckers which prevented fine
dust circulating and harming both people and audio-visual material. A study by Mutsagondo et al
(2017) showed that good housekeeping practices were important in records and archives management
as they kept at bay threats like dust, pests and rodents which are a menace to records. Housekeeping
is normally overlooked when dealing with preservation matters, but may go a long way in
guaranteeing longevity of archival material and also reveals early warning signs of threats to archival
holdings.

The Photographer indicated that the NAZ lacked ICT gadgets like high resolution ordinary and video
cameras that could be used in collecting audio-visual material as well as television screens that are
used in providing access to the current collection. Although he expressed satisfaction over the recent
purchase of the digitising machine, the Black Magic Scanner Cintel, a state-of-the-art digitising
machine which is currently used to convert analogue material to digital material, the photographer
indicated that the NAZ was greatly incapacitated when it came to use and mobilisation of modern
ICTs. As a result, acquisition, preservation and provision of access to audio-visual heritage was thus
compromised. Lack of modern equipment was also cited by the two archivists who stated that it was
impossible to preserve audio-visual material these days without use of modern trending infrastructure.
One of the archivists metaphorically stated that although NAZ was a heritage institution, this was not
supposed to be reflected by the old infrastructure that it has, but was supposed to move with the times
to get things done. The fact that carriers of sound and images become obsolete in relatively a short
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period of time (Chigariro, 2014; Lihoma, 2008; Mnjama, 2010), implies that both access to and
preservation of audio-visual archives are at stake. Audio-visual material deteriorate and gets out of
fashion in relatively a short period of time. ICA (2004) holds that no storage medium is permanent
as most media are subject to rapid degradation in the short run. Oz (1998:21) with reference to
computer technology claims that “a computer that is considered fast now will be an outdated machine
in 18 months. Software that is considered innovative now will be surpassed by a better programme
in two years.”

When asked why challenges facing the audio-visual unit were not reflective of the importance that
was supposed to be attached to the unit, the Deputy Director commented;
The problems bedeviling the Audio-visual unit are not by design. There are a lot of structural
challenges, some of which are deeply rooted and beyond our control as management.
Budgetary constraints many times foil us from implementing resolutions that we focus on
year in and year out. As a result, there is need for the powers-that-be to have another look at
heritage management and actively support financially and materially. On our part, we are
trying every trick in the bag to rehabilitate the unit, staff it and resource it adequately
Senior management of archival institutions has sometimes been accused of paying lip-service to
records and archival issues. Millar (2004) who traced the root cause of negative senior management
attitude towards records management especially in developing countries aver that many governments
perceived of archives as relics of the past and thus regarded them as ephemeral materials kept for
their historical value and as keepsakes or memorials but not as evidence of the rights and obligations
of governments or citizens. However, as the framework proposed below outlines, collaboration
between government, the archives and archivists may go a long way in improving the management
of audio-visual archives in Zimbabwe.

Framework to improve the management of audio-visual archives at NAZ
The third and last objective of the study was to come up with a framework that can be used to improve
the management of audio-visual archives at the NAZ. The framework was crafted out of the views
made by the nine interviewees. Since the framework relies heavy on three institutions, that is, the
archivist, the archival institution and the Government of Zimbabwe, it was coined by the researchers
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the “tripartite audio-visual archives management framework”. The illustration of the framework is
shown in the figure below.

Self-develop

The Archivist

Be proactive
and
innovative

Develop legal
and policy
framework

National Archives
of Zimbabwe

Procure modern
ICTs and old
playback material
and digitise

Channel
financial,
human and
material
resources

Government of
Zimbabwe

Spearhead
promotion of
heritage
management

The Tripartite Audio-Visual Archives Management Framework

The framework begins with the audio-visual archivist himself or herself. The framework proposes
that the archivist should be proactive, innovative and bent on developing himself or herself
professionally against the odds. There is need for officers to self-develop academically and
professionally where they may enroll in international audio-visual archives post-graduate training.
Archivists may also join relevant professional associations and source funds to attend local, regional
and overseas conferences of audio-visual management. The success of audio-visual archiving hinges
upon a willing, committed and devoted archivist who believes in himself or herself.

The archival institution also has a role to play. In this case, the NAZ should make sure that legal and
policy frameworks that directly address audio-visual archives are in place. These would provide
guidance regarding collection, processing, preservation, access and disposal of audio-visual material.
In addition, the documentary heritage institution should make sure that both new and old ICTs are
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available to preserve and provide access to audio-visual material. The purchase of the Black Magic
Scanner Cintel, a state-of-the-art digitising machine by the NAZ, is a case in point where preservation
of archival material can be enhanced. Nonetheless, personnel should be fully trained to use the
machine and measures for post-installation support should be in place.

Lastly, the framework hinges on the Government of Zimbabwe, under whose wings the Department
of National Archives falls. The government is supposed to play a fatherly role through provision of
adequate and qualified human resources, modern and trending ICTs, as well as adequate financial
resources for the archival institution. In-service training, development of policies and reviewing of
the NAZ Act and the procurement of both old playback material and modern ICTs may equally fall
under a government programme of enhancing heritage management in the country. In short, the
government is part of the equation to improve the way audio-visual archives are managed and thus,
it should play a pro-active role in setting the tone from where the archival institution and archivists
may rely on.

Conclusion
This study interrogated challenges of managing audio-visual archives against a backdrop of the
importance of such archives to society, clients and the NAZ. The study concluded that audio-visual
archives are important documents as they foster research, preserve the country’s heritage, promote
entertainment and help to support the overall mandate of the NAZ. Management of audio-visual
archives at the NAZ was a daunting task due to challenges such as lack of collection development
policy, lack of a representative legal framework, obsolete ICTs, poor storage facilities and lack of
skills. The study proposes the adoption and use of a tripartite audio-visual archives management
framework to improve the way audio-visual archives are managed. By the framework, three parties,
namely, the archivist, the archival institution and the government are supposed to collaborate and
positively contribute towards improving the way audio-visual archives are handled and managed.
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